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VIRTUOSO MUSICIAN AND COMPOSER SIMON SHAHEEN DEBUTS 
IN CLEVELAND WITH ‘MUSIC OF THE ARABIAN NIGHTS’ 

“Mr. Shaheen has displayed the range and soul of this short-necked, pear-shaped instrument 
[the oud], the precursor of the European lute, like few others.” 

— The New York Times 

CLEVELAND — The Cleveland Museum of Art’s (CMA) new VIVA! Performing Arts 
Festival continues its highly successful programming with Music of the Arabian Nights. The 
concert features master musician and composer Simon Shaheen, accompanied by his six- 
piece Near Eastern Music Ensemble. Recipient of a National Heritage Fellowship award 
from the National Endowment for the Arts — regarded as the nation’s most coveted prize for 
achievement in a traditional arts field — recording artist, teacher, and composer Shaheen will 
bring his sublime arrangements of Arab music to the CMA’s Gartner Auditorium Friday, 

Dec. 10, at 7:30 p.m. Tickets for $22 and $18 are available by calling 1-888-CMA-0033 or 
online at www.clemusart.com . 

Beginning his musical studies at age three with his father, Shaheen quickly mastered 
the violin and the lute-like instrument called the “oud.” The oud is an ancestor of the lute 
dating at least to the 7* century in the Near Eastern world. Held somewhat like a guitar, an 
oud has five double strings and a single thick “drone” string, a semi-round back and a flat top 
with an opening in the middle. Its place in Mideastem music is as prominent as the piano in 
Western music. 

A virtuoso on both oud and violin by age 10, the 44-year-old Shaheen is now widely 
considered one of the most dynamic musical ambassadors to link the Arab world with the 
West. He has performed at such prestigious venues as Carnegie Hail, Lincoln Center, and the 
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, and tours throughout Canada, Europe, and the Arab 
world, appearing at major concert halls and festivals such as le Palais des Arts in Belgium, 
the Lille Festival in France, and the Arab Music Festival at the Opera House in Cairo. 

Shaheen has released five major recordings, and complements his performing career with 
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workshops and lecture-demonstrations at such prominent universities and conservatories as Harvard, Princeton, 

Yale, MIT, Columbia, and Julliard. As a composer, his work is supported by the National Endowment for the Arts, 
the New York State Council on the Arts, the Jerome Foundation, and the Yellow Springs Institute. His compositions 
include traditional and innovative Arab music, fusion, and scores for theater and films, including credits in the 
movies The Sheltering Sky and Malcolm X, 

A Palestinian bom in the village of Tarshiha in Galilee, Israel, and raised Catholic, Shaheen faced many 
difficulties growing up in an Arab village surrounded by Jewish settlements. Feeling stifled by political restrictions 
in Israel, he came to the United States in 1980 to pursue his graduate degrees in performance and musicology. 
Shaheen also desired American citizenship — ensuring travel privileges to Arab countries once denied him by the 
Israeli government, but also allowing him to lay the groundwork for appreciation of Arab music in America. 

Arab music can sound abrasive and even out-of-tune to Western ears. Most Western audiences would 
vaguely recognize Shaheen’s music as belly-dancing accompaniment — though it is much more sophisticated than 
that. “One time, the world-famous violinist Henryk Szeryng came to the Manhattan School of Music to give us a 
master’s class,” recalls Shaheen. “I played a Beethoven Sonata and he would suggest a few things. I asked if 1 could 
play for him some Arabic music. I changed the tuning on my violin and played. He listened and said; ‘Tell me one 
thing. Why did you play so much out of tune; what are those out-of-tune notes?’ He was referring to the quarter- 
tones. I laughed but later I felt sad because it showed how much people are absorbed in their own worlds and do not ' 
have openness toward others.” 

Arab music has complex, infectious rhythms, and Shaheen is a master of improvisation, or taqasim. Using 
taqasim, Arab instrumentalists explore a scale or mode {maqam) with a series of musical phrases layered over a 
sequence of pauses. 

Shaheen suggests thinking “with your voice when you listen to Arab music. It has a linear quality like the 
voice. Concentrate on its melodies, and listen to how they interact with the rhythm. Arab music is characterized by 
the use of quarter-tones, which lie between the half-steps in Western music. They have a quality that you may not be 
able to hear at first. Don’t think of them as out-of-tune notes. They are deliberate. The more you listen, the more you 
will begin to hear them and come to love them, for it is the quarter-tones which distinguish many beautiful maqams 
in Arabic music.” 

The next performance in the VIVA! series is three-time Grammy Award winners the Mighty Clouds of Joy 
on Friday, Feb. 25, 2000. For more information, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit the CMA website at 

www.clemusartcom . 

Promotional support for VIVA Performing Arts Festival is provided by WCLV 95/5. 
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